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Introduction 


As a young reader i was fascinated by diaries, journals, notebooks of all kinds. Perhaps part 
of that attraction was that they seemed a way of telling your own story, remaking the world 
as you went on. “They” never have the final say in your journal. 

I grew up in a family that was shattered by mental illness and writing in a journal 
was a discipline and a way of keeping myself together; proof I could build an independent 
life. I was never big on recording my most intimate feelings or expressing myself. For me, 
the journal existed to help me let go and move beyond the emotional, interior world. I was 
so much more interested in recording the flora and fauna of the mundane. Daily life was 
exotic to me. 

From the 1980s and on into the Naughts, I wrote in a journal, which I eventually 
transcribed into electronic format as a project to keep me occupied during the Covid-19 
pandemic lockdown. At first it felt like a self-indulgent pastime, certainly a little irrelevant 
considering world-events, but as I continued I started feeling maybe there was some value 
to the project. I decided to preserve them as archives, format them as PDFs and release 
them onto the Internet where anyone can search, download and use any of the material for 
projects of their own. 

To me, this journal is really an archive, portrait of an era as seen by one insignificant 
person. It’s the insignificance that is truly key here. I love the archives and records of the 
invisible lives that accumulate into social zeitgeists. Being a journal, it’s hit-and-miss what I 
wrote about, or had time to write about. Huge chunks of my life never made it to the page 
while there may be hundreds of words devoted to a movie I enjoyed on a hot summer 
night. I have not added any narrative arc or changed names to keep the journal as intact as 


possible. 


In such a long time span the journal volumes reveal a generation trying to find their way in 
the world; me and so many of my friends and acquaintances working contract jobs, going to 
community colleges to learn vocational skills. Spoiler alert: societal change, turbulence, 
employment issues, generational conflict were just as strong then as they are now. While 
transcribing the journals I also became fascinated by the rhythm of daily life, how periods 
of calm so often erupt into times of intense change. 

I have taken the original journals and reformatted them into chronological years 
that begin in January and end in December, and I have included a synopsis with each one to 
provide a little context. I preserved as much as possible the style and quirks of the original 
handwritten journals and only employed some light editing to correct place names, and 
obvious mis-spellings. 

These volumes are meant for anyone who is interested in the 1980s and 1990s, in 
archives, in the lives of young people trying to find a place in the world, in personal 
impressions of socio-economic-cultural events. This, of course, includes the introduction of 
the Internet to our daily lives. Please feel free to browse, reuse, recycle any of this material 


for your own projects. After all this time I still believe information wants to be free. 


Vol. 8, 1988 

Lunch breaks on campus — McGill by day, Concordia by night — Adult braces — Prep for 
jaw surgery — I increase my film knowledge — Stan Brakhage — Concerts at the Spectrum — 
Theatres all around St-Laurent — Poetry performance during a citywide power failure -Karen 
McCormack, Steve Caffery, Christopher Dewdney, Paul Dutton and bill bissett — Working 
three jobs in three departments — Term contract at Howard Ross Management Library — 
Heatwaves and Buñuel festivals — Rhythme du monde at the Old Port — I attempt a dinner 
party — Old Orchard Beach with old friends — Night classes, good companions and 


inopportune sexual urges. 


Lesley Battler journal | 1988 


Feb. 3 

In an issue of Open Letter, I found a long interview with Daphne Marlatt, conducted by 
George Bowering. I have loved Marlatt’s writing ever since I first discovered her in Writing 
magazine. Working at McGill has its fringe benefits! Some excerpts: 

“GB: I have a thing about all your titles and l’m picking up frames of windows and 
frames of doors, out of which you look and through which you walk and so on. I’m 
picking up bones of a body, which is a frame on which flesh is. And all the frames are like 
that. Frames of a story are like that, like any of those frames. But it also suggests to me 
single frames of a motion picture and that’s what we were talking about earlier, falsely 
arrested time, that gives the illusion that if you move the frames fast enough ... 

“DM: The single frame is the trap, because experience is constantly moving 
forward. You can’t stop it. It’s being constantly transformed, or it’s constantly transforming 
itself at every point. That’s why the photograph itself is an illusion, because it makes it 
seem as if you’ve managed to preserve that point in time and you haven’t. In fact, if you 
ever look at a photograph long enough — you’ve probably had this experience where you 
look at a photograph of someone who means a lot to you, and that person is absent ...” 

Marlatt talks about how using acid made her see and transmit in a different way, 
how aware she became of light and of cellular structure. “At the same time the grid 


through which I could articulate it was being transformed.” 


“DM: This book [Vancouver Poems| is based on my experiences as an immigrant to this 
city. Which is twofold: it has that strangeness that it has to an immigrant’s eyes. The fact 
that I could never — it was like a dream city. I still feel that .... But at the same time I also 
have this strong feeling that it is my city because I have chosen to make it my place, to live 
my life here. So that the line itself is a walking down the street; it’s that step-by-step, 
perception-by-perception thing. But as you continue to walk down it you get a sense of the 
character of that street. 

“GB: ... The sounds fit together in the way that two buildings are side by side in a 


street.” 


XX 


Morning dream: I was, possibly a boy, living with my mother in a dreary beige apartment 
and I had to climb up on an armchair, move a picture and unlock a panel that lay behind 


the picture. Meanwhile Nancy, Cutler and Boot were driving around Barrie in Nancy’s car. 


XX 


Saw Mephisto. Chiaroscuro, searchlights. Heinz, or Hendrik, on verge of breakdown. The 
mask, gestures acted out of isolation, a pantomime no longer responsive to others. 
Transformation of self without context or historicity. Actor struggles in a circle of light as 
if struggling to break out of a cage. A cage of stagelight. Eyes hollowed out of jack 
o’lantern faces. Reminiscent of I’m Not Stiller, where the man’s life is a series of 
disconnected images and he cannot act in a sequence of events. Frightening use of art for 
political purpose. Shock of the first day of nazi power. How one’s heart must stop! I was 
shivering when the friend enters the apartment, turns on the radio and hears Hitler’s 


psychotic ranting. 


XX 


Night class: our choosing of seats: women/men, advanced/novice. binary oppositions. 
daddyland, dickspeak. faces white with distance (black wall ahead unposed questions): 
deeply bluing sky over building’s edge. Escher people walking up and down fire escapes. 
work grievances, en grève, terminée, désolée, George Jetson running along a treadmill. 
An A when I expected, at best, a B. “Lucid, closely reasoned, well-informed paper ... I 
enjoyed reading this ...” (UN 


Terry Byrnes gave me an A on a term paper. 


Feb. 5 

Odette returned to Interlibrary Loans from her dental surgery. She and her boyfriend, 
Marc, broke up and he is in the process of moving out. Odette, close to tears in the 
lunchroom. Her blend of delicacy and passion. 

Met Fred at Astral where we went on to l’Hotellerie. Interesting talk with Ian 
Basso. Astral drives him stir-crazy and he often leaves the store to go on walkabouts. I 
mentioned my frustration with the McGill hierarchy. “You wouldn’t make a good 
bureaucrat,” he joked. We talked about Utopia and dismantling the entire socio-economic 
structure. “I haven’t participated in a good rebellion in a long time,” he said. 

David Gosselin came into the store and we had a good talk about writing. He now 
feels he can’t make a living writing full-time and is trying to decide what he’s going to do 
with his life. He is in the Creative Writing program and is thinking about doing a Master’s 
degree. I told him it wasn’t working out well for me in that regard because instead of 


keeping me in a writing environment, the schoolwork is preventing me from writing. 


Feb. 13 

First ASM lecture i’ve really enjoyed in a long time; Richard Roess speaking on Chiron. 
Nice group present: Carolyn, Yvan Pilon, Susan. Carolyn looks haggard and I hope her 
new diet isn’t too extreme. According to Richard Roess, Pluto, Neptune and Uranus are 
what is conscious in the world. People act and are influenced on a collective level. He says 
it is actually Sun and Saturn that are unconscious is most people. How many people are 
individuated out of the collective? It is Sun and Saturn that do this. You can’t really 
connect with anyone until you realize you’re separate. You also can’t forgive unless you can 
see someone as a separate entity, their own person, not a reflection of you. 

Chiron is a person intuitive body that people express easily. Richard said it has 
much to do with accessing the shadow. My Chiron is at 12 degrees Aquarius in the 3" 
House. Communication issue! Again, the beautiful redundancy of astrology. Chiron creates 
a lot of aspects in my chart that I lack due to my fairly concentrated bucket configuration. 

Richard went around the room and discussed our Chiron positions. He confronted 
Susan Kelly and I thought he was a bit rough on her. She had that intense pinched look on 
her face. He asked her to talk about her father. She said he stayed in his room a lot, was a 
recluse and an alcoholic. Sounds like my mother. 

My Chiron forms an opposition with Uranus and puts my Neptune-Sun-Mercury 
conjunction at the apex of a T-square, the most direct hit being poor old Mercury in the 
12". He said my Chiron position was what he thought of as a “time traveller.” All my 
personal planets are muted in some way, the collective planets hold all the cards; Saturn in 
the First House, Neptune conjunct the Sun and Mercury, Uranus forming all the aspects 
and also in the Gauquelin zone, Pluto on the MC. Richard said Saturn is the best part of 
my chart. I have never heard that before. He said it’s not an easy position in childhood but 
invaluable in becoming an individual. He told me to know who I am, believe in it and call 


bullshit to those who touch the inferior feeling generated by Saturn in the first house. 


Feb. 16 
Received my copy of Writing 20 and there it was: “The Aleph.” It looks terrific with 
shorter, streamlined line breaks. It came with another wonderful letter from Colin. 

“Dear Lesley - 

What a pleasure to be writing you this letter. Here you are in #20 and it looks 
terrific, I think. ... I see an article in today’s Globe ¢ Mail about the renaissance in anglo 
culture in Montréal. And I’m glad you’re getting a taste of the Québecoise women’s writing 
— some of the most interesting around and I always wondered why the anglophones 
wanted to remain so insulated from it. Gail Scott lives in Montréal. She just published her 
new novel Heroine with Coach House Press and she’s a great pal of Nicole Brossard, France 
Théoret, etc. A good person to meet, perhaps. 

See if you can find her novel — it should be around — and if you like it and would 
like to meet her then PI send a letter of introduction or something like that. She’s also a 
good pal of Erin Mouré who is a fine poet and lives in Montréal ... 

And I hope really that you’re writing up a storm. Pd like to see more work in the 
future. 

Yours, 

Colin 

PS: a cheque will follow” 

I am prouder of this publication in Writing than I am of any of the stories collected in Po/ar 


Bear. 


Feb. 24 

Adult braces. Stage One preparation for upcoming jaw surgery. Now I can finally afford to 
do this — no more human can opener! But ugh, this will be a long ordeal. I don’t know 
what’s worse, the pressure, the sores, the metallic taste, the sheer ugliness of them. I like Dr 
Johane Séguin, though. She is brisk, businesslike but always so cheerful and although ’m 


always surrounded by teenagers, she never makes me feel out of place. 


XX 


Vertigo had a strong effect on me. Loved the confusion of identity. Judy Barton was 
Madeleine. She okayed the role of Madeleine in Elster’s plot to kill his wife, and she 
became Madeleine again to fit Scottie’s fantasy. Barton surrenders to the Madeleine 
identity, abandons herself to the dream. Spirals: the winding staircase of the Mission bell 
tower; Carlotta Valdes’s single lock of spiraling dark hair; the rings of the sequoia tree; the 
way the cameral spiralled around Judy as she composed her letter to Scottie. Verticality of 
camera shots; hills, sudden rises and falls, dizzying drops. San Francisco a perfect setting. 
Scottie’s vertigo: desire to let go, to fall combined with fear of falling. 

Silence, dream music as Scottie follows Madeleine to the museum. She sits before a 
portrait of Carlotta Valdes, hypnotized, a blue sky shining through a translucent skylight. 
She is enthralled by this mysterious haunted woman, just as Scottie is. Madeleine and 
Scottie become sealed from the world although sounds move in around them. Madeleine 
drives them to the forest of sequoias, echo-chamber music, haze of soft colour. 

Madeleine’s dream: “It’s as though I was walking down a long corridor that was 
mirrored, and fragments of that mirror still hang there. When I come to the end of the 
corridor, there’s nothing but darkness. And I know that when I walk into the darkness, P1 
die. l’ve never come to the end. I’ve always come back before then.” 

Archetypal images: the tower, huge trees, cemetery, bridge and the water of the bay 
where Judy/Madeleine walks in to drown. My favourite scene was when Judy/Madeleine 
appears out of a shimmering blue-green background, materializing before our eyes, walking 
toward us, ethereal, a vision, an ideal, transformed completely into the image of lost love. 
The obsession, yearning, strange beauty of possession made tears stream down my cheeks 
without me even being aware I was crying. Loss, yearning, tragedy. The power of dream 


and illusion. 


Feb. 27 

Deena called and we had a good long talk. Our phone conversations are becoming longer 
and deeper all the time. We don’t get to connect like this too often in person. I told her 
about the horror of the braces and she said it was the beginning of a new phase, something 
big in my life. We pondered if it could be related to Neptune - “a change in image, a 
change in the dream.” I think it must be related to Saturn because it is so binding and 
requites so much discipline and resolve, and the braces are only stage one. Deena wore 
braces when she was young, in the days when kids didn’t wear them. All her teeth were 
pulled at age thirty-six and she came as close as she would to having a breakdown. She said 
I resemble Gene Tierney, “an actress who played roles of women going bad.” Deena also 
told me she thinks my eyes are “amazing.” She doesn’t think they are piercing or 
“Scorpionic” as others often say, but that they are soft and shadowed. 

Deena’s mother had been a beautiful woman but stout all her life. Her eyes were 
piercing and scorpionic and she would often stare at Deena, totally disrupting her 
equilibrium, usually as a preamble to criticism. This may be why Deena so often doesn’t 
meet anyone’s gaze. Just before she died, Deena’s mother lost all her weight, her bone 
structure became attenuated and “her eyes burned as if she could see straight into the other 


world.” 


XX 


Met Odette Nadeau after work and we went for spritzers at Moby Dicks. One of the 
biggest problems she has with her boyfriend Marc is his family. She said she can’t deal with 
them because they don’t hide their dirty laundry. In Odette’s family they keep up 
appearances, graciousness, smiles, friendliness — and this is exactly what Odette does. She 
suspects others think they are “a bunch of hypocrites” but that’t the way they are. I told her 
about Geoffrey and she told me about Joe Swift. Joe asked her out and she said she had a 
boyfriend. When Odette asked about Christina (Joe’s wife), Joe said Christina didn’t mind 
if he had an affair as long as she liked the woman. Christina liked Odette, and Joe proposed 


a ménage a trois. As McLennan Library Turns! 


I find Joe an interesting character and he’s easy to work with. Today we talked about 
Martian horoscopes, how constellations would look from Mars. Odette and I left Moby’s 
and walked to Westmount, a driving, headlong walk past all the bright store windows. We 
parted on the corner, a kiss on each cheek. 

When I got home I discovered that Fred lost his job with the Ski Instructors’ 
Alliance. Change in management. He knew there would be a purge as soon as Nicole 
O’Gallagher, who was an excellent manager, stepped down. Dave Billeter has arranged a 


temporary job for Fred at the McCord Museum. 


XX 


Called Cathy Gray. I was alarmed to discover her number is no longer in service, so I called 
Sally. Cathy’s number was changed because the woman downstairs has been harassing 
Cathy and is convinced Cathy is a hooker. Sally and I had a good talk. She has been poring 
over the Globe ¢ Mail career section and if she doesn’t get a good job soon, she and Grant 
are going with Cathy to Toronto. She saw an ad she thought was tailor-made for me in 
Toronto. I already know my employment situation would open up in Toronto, but what 
could I do to afford living there? 

Sally’s been writing a novel using some of the material she accumulated while 
attempting to write a Harlequin romance with Susan — only turning it into “slice-of-life, like 


a Disney movie.” I think I may have outgrown both Cathy and Sally. 


XX 


Called Lucie Adams and we had a great long talk about our lives as workers, students and 
writers. Lucie warned me not to tell anyone how sentimental she is under her brash exterior 
but she has become attached to us and wants to be in a class with me, Heather, Matt etc. 
We had an uproarious talk about Terry Byrnes and laughed over his “closely reasoned” 
remark on my term paper. “How do you reason closely,” I asked. “I know what each of 
these words means on their own, but together? My little brain cells are all gummed up.” 


29) 


“So what do you do? Eat, shit and reason closely,” replied Lucie, cackling. After half a year 


of his class, she is not longer intimidated by him, no longer keeps her mouth shut. 


XX 


Saw a play at McGill, Freedom of the City. Riveting use of light and shadow. Montage of 
perspectives. Voices of a judge, various soldiers, a sociologist and a reporter swirl around 
three working class characters who have, by chance, wandered into the mayor’s private 
chambers during a heavily guarded demonstration. The English colonial authorities and 
media conspire to make it appear as if an armed mob broke into the chambers. The three 
are shot and become martyrs to some, examples to others, numbers, ideological 
representations — everything except themselves as individuals living daily lives. 

The technique of having actors move behind curtains was perfect for this play. The 
streets are abandoned but the voices are everywhere, echoing, murmuring, chanting, unable 


to be silenced. You can’t see, identify, single any one out. They are just there in the night. 


March 5 

Saw two Stan Brakhage and two of his films at Concordia. Keywords in Brakhage’s 
vocabulary: “open; vibrant.” He quoted Charles Olson, using the word “instanter” as in an 
“instanter way of joining words, images.” He says Gertrude Stein is the true genius of the 
20" Century — everyone has borrowed her style. He also says film is a mis-used media, used 
only for illustrating novels or a way of mass distributing plays. Film is actually a more 
direct, penetrating medium than for what it is most commonly used. If you take away the 
sound from an average movie of TV show, the picture falls apart. He works in a trance, 
receives the images and sounds then works with them in the form that best expresses, 
connects them. Polemic on the danger of luminescent light on people. 

FaustFilm: an Opera (1987); Faust’s Other: an Idyll (1988). Window scene, vivid, blazing 
leaves, bamboo blind turning into lines of red and gold, dissolving into pure colour then 
turning into a painting. A shining natural image becomes art before my eyes. Interchange of 
dance, music. The eye, shimmering sea of the vitreous humour. Receiving/separating 


images perception/imagination. 


Modern Faust is revealed in a romantic interlude, a journey of the id (idyll). Story is inferred 
through interweaving of human gesture, expression and vibrantly shifting tapestries of 
colour and sound creating multiple levels of meaning. Undersea submarine soundtrack. 
Tonight’s performance ended with a thirty second hand-painted film, images exactly the 
the colours, images and visions I get from light flickering through trees when I am moving 


in a cat. 


XX 


Went to see Brakhage again, tonight at McGill. He says he is being true to what is deeper 
than the conscious, the day-to-day — the inner voice that needs to be exteriorized. A full 
giving over to the mirror. Something from one’s entire nervous system. He says he accepts 
what moves him without knowing why. Kindering. Voice of child counters eerie voice-over 
music. The child’s voice cannot overcome the background. Child absorbs this exterior 
soundtrack and starts acting out clichés. Blurred over concentrated colours, distorted wide- 
angle views, boy in blue, girl in pink dress, flickering hypnagogic light. Garden of Eden 
distorted, impinged upon by noise. Clothespins become rows of bones. Encroaching 
antennae. 

Murder Psalm. So internal if flowed like blood with the texture of corpuscles. Seeing- 
red, flashing red, stop signs, blink of red, red sea. Figures appear like phantoms. Moon- 
features, craters for eyes, nose, mouth. Heads appear like close-ups of planets prepared for 
those investigating signs of life, human features, monoliths. X-ray images, peeling back, 
removal of exterior, the expected story or set up. Again the theme of disruption of privacy, 
the violation of society by media images, hence the Mickey Mouses etc. Inspiration — 
drawing in of breath. Reaching across from one side of brain to the other to carry across a 
pure impulse, making the bridge between language and music. 

Nightmare Series. Four films so related to each other as to be equivalent to that 
frightful dreaming, which “makes wake” of the following day, so that it has to be spent 
mourning the events of the night. Rhythm and pulse most noticeable. Flicker. Rapid-eye 
movement. Was it a dog or was it not really there? A building dissolves to beads of light. 
Scenes photographed from a movie set in Montréal. Shelley Winters appears in a red fire 


hat just the way random people appear in dreams. 


10 


Brakhage says he works on the opposite premise of the structures of society: no two people 
are imaginably alike. No two people could derive the same meaning. What we do share is 
the vibrancy of beats and rhythm. The private individual must speak for herself for that 
uniqueness is the antidote to standardization. The charge of obscurity is meaningless. 

The pure suffering in the eye of a decapitated fish. “If I terrorize you by an end of 
the world scene, it would not be true to the dream process. It’s nothing but manipulation.” 
Regular cinema assumes we are all the same, purports the Armageddon scene to be 
collective dream and then trivializes the uniqueness of the dream. 

Lacquer has to be applied to hold an image to film. That’s how ephemeral the 
medium is. 

Unconscious London Strata. Pulse, heartbeat, wave/particle, shimmering surfaces of 
planets, vastness of deserts, peeling back, skinless, veined. Each frame of the film is a cell. 


ce 


Composition of each frame is utterly exquisite. Dissolving city. “ ... the nearest equivalent 
to the non-pictorial working of my mind which these London scenes, before my eyes and 
camera lens, would afford — each scenic possibility distorted from any easily identifiable 
picture to some laborious reconstruction of the mind’s eye at the borders of the 
unconscious. It was two years before I could even begin to edit; and then some visual-song 
of all of England’s history began to move through this material ...” - Stan Brakhage on 
“Strata.” 

The Dante Quartet. Brakhage uses hypnagogic visions to relate to the state Dante was 


in language. Inspired by closed-eye vision created by emotional states. Heavenly state on 


earth. 


March 17 

A wonderful way to end my week of Stan Brakhage: Jane Siberry’s concert at the Spectrum. 
She blended songs from The Walking and No Borders Here, the most dreamlike, blue-green, 
sea-lit of her songs, mysterious pieces linked together as in cells, resembling a Brakhage 
7film. Sheets, like bed sheets or sails, hung from lines, except these sheets reflected light, 


which vibrated in shades of blue-purple, red-gold. 


11 


Stunning rendition of “Mimi on the Beach.” Near the end of the song, she dipped her toe, 
then looked out at the audience and said, “This is the water.” Playful humour, gentle irony. I 
was entranced by her symbols, this floating, enigmatic world. No borders, separation 
between songs, travelling with her own map through colours and shapes, ever-shifting 
lines. 

Her music edges toward a shoreline then ebbs away, leaving mysterious objects in 
its path. The concert ended with a triumphant “Ma-a-ap of the World.” Lights flashed on 
and off as she stood centre stage. Bass thundered. DA DA DA-DA-DA-DA ... Map of 
the world ...” My entire body, throat, diaphragm, ribcage, experiencing the wonder, mystery 
and menace. The audience wouldn’t let her go. Three encores. She ended with an exuberant 


“Symmetry.” I floated out of the Spectrum as if I had set sail to a very faraway place. 


XX 


I was accepted into the MLIS program. Easily. Interview with Professor Miriam Tees went 
very smoothly. She was most impressed by my answer to her computer question. She asked 
me what I did when I was working on the word processor and I ran into trouble. I merely 
said I go through the manual and try to come up with the right keywords to get to the 
needed information in the index. Trying to second-guess the terminology computer people 
use to describe various operations in three-quarters of the battle. She was very impressed 
by that answer — go figure. There is no way of predicting how people will react to anything 
you say at job interviews. Valerie Mayman and Mary Mason came and congratulated me on 
my acceptance. Which way do I go? Continue with the MA at Concordia or switch into the 
MLIS program at McGill? The MLIS program offers no night classes and at the moment, I 
can’t afford a full-time university tuition. However, the MLIS seems like the obvious 


natural fit for me. 


12 


March 31 

Fred got the job at McGill. A permanent position as a Library Assistant 8, in charge of 
computers at the Medical Library. I had a feeling that few people interviewing for the job 
(at least the ones I knew from the McGill system) had any computer experience and I 
urged him to send his CV directly to the library. He got an interview and it lasted for an 
hour and a half. It is almost impossible for someone who is not an internal candidate to get 
in — but he did it. Or maybe I should say it was computer experience that did it. 

I called Deena to tell her the news and we talked for over an hour about camping 
experiences, Mars and how difficult an energy it is for women to express. She talked about 
her marriage and her attraction to very independent men. The things Fred and I do for 
each other have been a revelation to her because none of the men she has been seriously 
involved with have ever done these things for her. She told me about her intense 
relationship with a Scorpio and the dreams she started having — men in black suits and hats, 
devils in the fireplace. One dream she shoved was of her on the back of a horse with her 
mother, cantoring gently through an English countryside in a riding outfit. 

She says my Venus is on her Sun and we both have Jupiter in Libra. We have a 
similar aesthetic sense. She feels we “really know each other.” I am impressed by her 
independence. She is ahead of her time, and did a lot of free sixties things long before the 
sixties occurred. I also love her sense of humour. She is someone who has convinced me 
that first impressions are mostly just knee-jerk reactions and don’t mean anything. Hard to 


believe I ever felt uncomfortable around het. 


XX 


Saw Bordertown Café at the Centaur Theatre, an establishment anglo bastion. I think Fred 
and I were the youngest people in the audience. Definitely the worst dressed. Although the 
play is touted for being a “down-to-earth and realistic depiction of rural characters,” the set 
itself took me away from the down-to-earth and realistic. It made me think of a Matisse 
painting, a field of bright yellow covering the canvas with splashes of red. The human 
figures appearing as lines and brush strokes. Most critics focus on the tug between Canada 
and the United States and I guess that is the point of the play, but to me it was more about 


communication, characters who rarely connect with each other. 
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I love the theatre but the real magic of the evening took place when I stepped out of the 
Centaur. Raining lightly. Old mercantile buildings, fire escapes, cobblestones gleaming in 


the streetlights. 


April 17 

Saw Andrei Tarkovsky’s The Sacrifice. This was an enchantment rather than a film. Begins 
with flat land, grey-green mist, a lone tree. Isolation, extremity. One blink, one footstep 
takes you into the dream. Colour dissolves into ghost-grey, just a memory or dream of 
colour. Alexander percetves with unendurable clarity through intuition, delirium, his vision 
of apocalypse. The setting, both externally and internally, evokes the edge of the world. 
You can’t move any farther toward physical and emotional isolation. The pace is slow but 
urgent. Scenes ate arranged as works of art with a painterly colour, light, composition. 
Rooms are spatially arranged, formally geometric with spaces within spaces within spaces 
like Vermeer. Frames and signs. Alchemy between art and life; they continually transform 
into each other. 

Alexander walks into the forest near the monastery, grey and white ephemerality of 
the trees, radiation in the ground. He rides his bicycle at night along a shimmering blue 
ribbon of road, the same kind of electric blue as a deep undersea fish. A shameful haunted 
beauty in this apocalypse. World catastrophe transforms back into the personal and it 
becomes clear that Alexandet’s daily world that comes to an end. 

Governor Von Lembke is alone at the scene of the fire. He is mad, which means he 
is the sanest he has been and is shouting: “It is the work of nihilists! The fire is in the hearts 


(2? 


of men and not on the roofs of buildings!’ The final image is of a dead tree crucified 


against a blinding sea. 
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April 18 

Poetry performance with Karen McCormack, Steve McCaffery, Christopher Dewdney, 
Paul Dutton and bill bissett, all writers I have read because of Colin or Writing magazine. 
Round table question: “Does language protect us from what is unknown?” 

Karen McCormack: What protects us from language? 

Steve McCaffery surprised me by his age and English accent. He said he was 
troubled by question of theory and possibility of creating binary structures, yes/no, etc. 

Christopher Dewdney: Any theorizing I do is always after the fact. Often the two 
can be blended very creatively. There’s Colin Browne in Vancouver with Writing magazine, 
which is very interesting in the way its poetry blends the poetic with the theory element. 

Paul Dutton (turtleneck, black sailing cap): l’ve played hockey and I dreamed of 
playing goalie for the Leafs — when they were a team — and theorizing has always seemed 
like the commentary up in the gondola. l’d rather be playing hockey. 

McCaffery: Cross-pollination of critical work and legitimization of writers creates 
an industry of criticism. Mallarmé imploded the categories. The most interesting writing 
implodes binary structure. 

bill bissett (in cowboy clothes, chewing on a licorice root, looking coolly into the 
audience through rose-tinted glasses): I ignore theory until it bugs me — then I might say 
something. 

McCaffery: Interested in connection of word with sign rather than with spirit, or 
with social/political relationships. 

Question from audience member to bill bissett: What is that you’re sucking — beef 
jerky? 

bb (looking self-satisfied): This here is licorice root. 

At intermission I sat by the window gazing out at the sky, a bluish plum-coloured light. All 
the reflections made it look as if people were walking straight through concrete columns. I 
could feel physics coming alive, seeing everything broken down into its pure motion. 


Figures magically walking through pillars. 
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Then the lights went off all over campus, creating a grey dream-world exactly like a scene 
from “The Sacrifice.” “Isn’t it wonderful?” someone exclaimed. I said it was beautiful. 
“Look! The library’s all out.” Sure enough, good old McLennan was dark, people pouring 
out the doors. Everything had taken on the same colour tones, gradations, the end of time, 
an eternal twilight and there is no one left on earth to call me back anyway. Time past, time 
possible all on this one level — the actual, the virtual commingling in that uncanny grainy 
half-dark. 

We gathered around the emergency light but half an hour later, despite protests, we 
were ousted by security. Someone called, “Café Prag,” and we headed there. The piece 
Christopher Dewdney had been reading just before we were all ousted was interesting and I 
was disappointed to see him head off in the opposite direction with a pal. 

The power was off all along rue Sherbrooke. Cars crept to intersections. Bands of 
people roved up and down the streets, flitting like exiles, unable to alight anywhere. The 
museum loomed, a frightening square edifice. Bishop was very dark with rows of blackened 
buildings. So easy to imagine I was actually in Prague and this was wartime. Police and fire 
vehicles everywhere, revolving red, blue lights seen through the basement window of Café 
Prag. Someone commented: “The poets have been driven into exile.” 

“Nah, they’ve been driven back into the cafés where they belong.” 

Air of stillness outside, expectancy. All around me people were saying they felt they 
were kids again on a sleep-out, or back in the country again. An intuitive sense that 
something is happening. About fifty of us wedged into the basement. Café Prag has this 
little room set off like a niche for an icon, all in black with a painted galaxy on the walls and 
ceiling! Karen Mac Cormack’s fine precision was all but lost in the crowd, as was Steve 
McCaffery’s intellect. Paul Dutton’s sound poetry was perfect for the venue, however. 
Other patrons must have wondered why we kept shouting “The Great Lakes!” bill bissett 
has an innocent, almost slow-paced Mr Rogers way of speaking. He shook a large rattle as 
part of a Native dance/chant. Musician and artist as well as poet. He read some utterly 


beautiful otherworldly poetry. 
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That was easily the best reading I have ever attended in my life. When I returned home 
Fred and I cooked hotdogs and Kraft Dinner on the Coleman stove and went to bed by 
candlelight. Later learned that power was out throughout the entire province because one 


of the lines at Churchill Falls broke. 


XX 


Reruns of a fascinating British 1960s TV show, The Prisoner. Village as police state, a maze 
of stone towers, groomed parks which hint at the minotaur hiding among the hedges. Go- 
carts zip along the pathways, shop-keepers wink and sell maps (only local) and newspapers 
(which contain only village non-news). The prisoner (played by Patrick McGoohan) is 
known only as Number 6 and is a former government agent who abruptly resigned from 
his hob and ended up in the village. The village reminds me of the quarantined town of 
Oran in The Plague. If one of the numbered citizens actually tries to leave the village, a great 
white silicon ball called Rover, pops out of the terrain and shoves itself against the runnet’s 
face suffocating any chance of escape. But Number 6 refuses to capitulate. “I am not a 
number — I am a human being!” But the disconcerting visuals are enthralling. It’s also a riot 
watching a straight-looking Englishman with a scowl buck the system. “Be seeing you.” 


Greeting or dare? Either way, I am hooked on this show. 


April 26 
The Colour of Pomegranates, directed by Sergei Parajanov. Magical, surreal, ritualistic. Every 
moment a symbolic transformation, a weaving of pattern, form, repetition, interconnection, 
melodies striking deep chords/ Images of doors, faces, golden balls, cherubs. Icons, 
formerly deep within the psyche now brought out, made articulate by magic. 

The film depicts the life of 18 Century poet-monk Sayat-Nova, who can only be 
seen through the images in his poems — dreams and rituals strung together were his life and 
there was no filler. Desert, monasteries, catacombs, a mummified corpse wrapped and 


painted purple and orange. Two maidens toss a golden ball back and forth in slow motion. 
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Peacocks and pheasants, symbols I recognize from a term paper I just completed yesterday. 
The peacock was once a symbol of evil, said to open the wicket of Paradise to admit the 
devil. Somewhere along the line, in early christianity, it started symbolizing the resurrection 
of the body and the immortality of the soul. 

Complete sense of integration in this film, in images used, recurring patterns, 
colours, mosaics. Reflection of the iconic on the real and vice versa. Walls coloured like 
cave painting. Sand structures looking exactly like architecture of the icons. Carpets in the 
same colours and designs as the icons, woven figures as replicas of real people and iconic 
figures. 

Ive noticed a similarity between Byzantine icons, particularly the backgrounds and 
perspectives, and a lot of current comics, such as a lot of the work in Raw. The use of 
frame, emphasis on what is important in the frame rather than harmoniously arranged 
perspective, the way emotion is conveyed. The rhythm of these compositions, verticality 
and slenderness of the buildings. 

One icon made up of frames, each frame telling part of the story of St George. 1) 
St George distributes his possessions to the poor; 2) Soldiers lead him bound; 3) Soldiers 
conduct him to the emperor, all with towers in the background; 4) They imprison him on 
the left border; 5) They torture him on a wheel; 6) They flay him with hooks; 7) They rub 
him with stones; 8) St George still manages to cast down idols; 9) He is beaten; 10) He is 
burnt with torches, along the lower margin; 11) St George is boiled; 12) He is wounded 
with a saw; 13) Stones are piled around him and he is drenched with water; 14) Finally, he is 
dismembered with a sword. (Oh no! Mr Bill!) I see such a similarity between this framed 


sequence and the work in Ray. 


XX 


Talked to Sally. Cathy is leaving for London (Ont.) on Saturday. Called Cathy. David is 
taking over her apartment so all she has to do is pack her clothes. She sounded low and 
tired and said she hadn’t realized how many friends shed made here. I met her, Sally, 
David etc. in Colin’s class and now Cathy is leaving on the weekend of Colin’s visit to 


Montréal. Seems like a cycle is ending. 
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XX 


Colin called. He’s in town, staying with a friend on L’Esplanade. His quick electric voice 
and wicked chuckle. He and Martin Gotfrit are performing tomorrow. I mentioned the 
poetry reading and the power failure. Colin chuckled and asked if bill bissett shook his 


rattle. He said he received a few nice comments on “The Aleph.” 


XX 


My hipper-than-thou Tom Wolfe book title: Racist Chic and the Goose-Stepping Neo 
Cons. I think it reflects the ’80s pretty well — if I do say so myself. All about how chic it has 


become to confess at parties and gatherings how racist one is, and hey, isn’t everyone? 


April 29 
Ground Water, Colin’s performance with Martin Gotfrit. The music was wonderful, 
mysterious, evocative. The lighting was unearthly, fields of colour that transmitted and 
received impressions as quickly as the eye. Shimmering translucent vitreous humor with 
fleeting spots, shapes playing on the surface. Colin and Martin were surrounded in 
rainbow-coloured bands, energy fields as large and vivid as the physical figures. It’s a 
collaboration on inherited musical and linguistic representations of paradise, paternity and 
fascism. Seated in partial darkness, moonlike and completely self-contained, Colin looked 
for all the world like Jane Siberry, his face the same combination of gentleness and ferocity. 
He had the same appearance of being immersed in his own world of text and language. 
This piece, once again with him, is filled with images of the father, finding the 
father, identification with the father. His poetry book Abraham is all about this. “Ground 
Water” consists of a series of 7 non-representational portraits of everyday objects found or 
made in the same location, which by virtue of their use and familiarity, have assumed a 
luminous quality. These portraits have become fields for interconnecting memory, melody, 
myth, lost news, landscape, the pastoral, old tunes, remembered voices, deceit, betrayal and 


yearning. 
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The performance included taped sequences of short wave radio signals, marching songs of 
the International Brigades during the Spanish Civil War, spliced fragments of old pop songs 
and newsreels. Undersea/outerspace, both at once. 

Met him after the performance. He is meeting another student tomorrow 
afternoon, once again impressing me by his dedication and generosity to students and 
young writers. He too had thought the performance had gone very well and the lighting 
had been extraordinary. 

Met later at a bar on St-Laurent, Fred, me, Colin, Steve Luxton, Gail Scott and Erin 
Mouré, all of whom I liked. Gail reminded me a lot of Val in appearance. She was friendly, 
down-to-earth and drew Fred and me into the conversation before Colin arrived. I always 
forget how much nervous energy Colin has — his fingers never stop moving. He lives with 
Marian three days out of the week and is taking a teaching job at Simon Fraser next year. 
One of the things that most struck me about the performance/reading was the difference 
between their talk about theory and the way the language of the poetry transcended the 
theory and the readers, how it became larger and grew completely outside the internal 
sphere is which it was being uttered. Found it a little difficult separating the personal Colin 


from the mythical figure in the performance. 


April 30 

Party at Mary Rose’s with two other couples. Comfortable harmonious evening. Must 
admit to going through another stage when Mary Rose irritates me. She is bright but too 
often relies on platitudes as being profound or the last word on a subject. I do have faith in 
both her natural intelligence, changefulness and her need to relate to “truths” personally. 
Her great drive to be an individual might be what saves her from being a new age space 
cadet. She can also be annoyingly opinionated at times but since she is so changeable she 
doesn’t retain the same opinion from one day — one moment — to the next. She is 
competitive and can’t turn the spotlight over to anyone else with grace. When she is out of 
her depth in a conversation she takes on a static, almost desperate kind of nervous energy. 


But I really do appreciate our easy casual friendship though. 
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May 8 

Dropped in at Francisco’s all-day picnic held in honour of Christina’s birthday. Drank 
wine, talked, spent the entire day in the sun. Francisco circulated from group to group in 
his ethereally nurturing way. He has a way of being both physically close and affectionate 
yet remaining aloof, keeping the detachment that Odette has interpreted as snobbishness. 
She calls him “the King.” It’s really Valerie’s blatant favouritism that is spoiling that work 
relationship. As always, I admired Christina’s openness and warmth, her ability to make 


everyone feel welcome in her space. 


May 9 

BBQ with Yak and Kay, Y’s good friend and ex-fiancee, Ricky and her husband David, 
who is one of hundreds of visiting psychiatrists in town for a convention. Rita and Norman 
came and I was very glad to see them, especially Rita who is always intelligent, rational and 
balanced. Like Ya’acov she prides herself on being able to talk with anyone and on all the 
relationships she has developed with neighbours. Yet I retain an impression of her as being 
watchful and reserved. Ya’acov told us the story of his involvement with a Wicca priestess. 
Not long ago he met another woman who was a witch and he startled her by asking her at 
what level she practiced. 

In terms of age and common interests, both Fred and I fall in a funny area right 
between Yak and Kay and Norman and Rita. Income and job-wise as well. Norman as 
usual was full of bonhomie. He told stories of his 1960s past. He came to Canada as a draft 
dodger and was a little leery of becoming too involved with Rita because she seemed too 
close to her family. He also said he is utterly fascinated by the changes that are taking place 
in my facial structure because of the braces. Then he surprised everyone with a history of 
Québec and a spirited defense of the language laws. He was very articulate in defending 
them to David, an American who answered everything with “freedom of speech.” When I 


applauded Norman’s eloquence he said he had completely shocked himself. 
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XX 


On-going confusion as to when my last day in the interlibrary loan department will be. 
Mary told me yesterday they decided they could drum up enough money to keep me until 
the 28", good news for both Joe and Valerie. Last week I was told today could have been 
the last day. As it turned out, no one told Valerie. Valerie hit the ceiling and after an hour 
long closed-door conference with Suzy, got my date extended. Joe took it all in his usual 
resigned to the absurd manner. Mary recommended I go talk to Joanna Andrews in 
Cataloguing so I went up to the 6" floor on my lunch break. An hour later I was informed 
that I have a summer position in the Cataloguing department which will keep me going 
until September. I suppose I will have to make a decision on the MA at Concordia or the 
MLIS at McGill. A lot of people have told me not to go for the MLIS as there are no jobs 
in the field. Most of the librarians are in the same boat as I am. It does seem that people 


never leave McGill, they’re just ceaselessly recycled from department to department. 


May 31 

Feel rather exiled upstairs with cataloguers and cataloguing editors, all of whom are at least 
ten years older than I am. The atmosphere couldn’t be any more different. If someone was 
to come into the Reference department to agitate for a union, no one would be interested. 
The librarians would turn away and gripe among themselves that this person interrupted 
their work. In comparison, the 6" floor is a bastion of Marxism. I could swear I hear 
people singing the Internationale. Cataloguing is not my favourite thing and I walked down 
the stairs at the end of the day feeling weary and forlorn and came upon a party in the 
lobby for NOTIS system implementation. Odette and Francisco were there. Francisco said 
he misses me already. He brought me wine and made me feel pampered. He and Joe had 
been trying to find a number for me to call me down. Fred was there with his Medical 


Library contingent. 
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After the festivities, Odette, Fred, Ailsa and Odette’s friend Gaby went to Moby Dick’s 
where Gaby and I did Sex Pistols impersonations. He loved my impression of Tom Waits 
singing the Sesame Street theme song. Ailsa’s question of the night was, “Are you 
circumcised?” Ailsa has the gift of personality, an irreverent sense of humour, openness 
and friendliness with anyone she meets. However I also sense a deep emotional reserve. It 
would be difficult to truly know Ailsa, to get on a deeper level than casual bar acquaintance. 
She shies away from emotion and she over-reacts to little crises. Odette told me that Ailsa’s 
father-in-law is dying of cancer and she is terrified. Fred and I walked Odette home and she 


invited us into her lovely apartment for chili. 


June 25 

Dinner with Dave and Claire in St-Sauveur. In some respects they seem like typical baby- 
boomers with their embracing of “ethnic food” and new age music. When I heard they 
have a pool now my first reaction was to groan, oh no. But the pool is uniquely them, an 
above-ground that looks like a collapsed hot-air balloon and takes up most of their yard. 
They may hae a second place in St-Sauveur but it’s quite rugged, furnished like a motel with 
a musty camping-out feel to it. Everything is in a state of renovation. Apparently Claire is 
famous for her five minute showers. Yet as a couple they have real presence. With just a 
long coat or a fedora they can sweep into a room like royalty. Dave straddles two cultures 
and he has become my Québec bellwether. Interesting to hear his feelings about James Bay 
and free trade. l’Il bet he voted for Mulroney in the last election. We stayed overnight and 


had brunch together in town on Sunday. 


June 31 

Fred helping Ian Basso and his friend Cathy move into their new apartment, a gorgeous old 
apartment in St-Henri. Ian is intriguing. He roams around the city, is never at home or 
anywhere you expect him to be. At work he often takes off to go on walkabouts. Lately he 
has been depressed; Astral is boring him, he’s underpaid, can’t find another job. (Welcome 


to the club! It’s a very large one and seems to be mostly full of people our age.) 
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His work situation has become bleaker for him because the new manager, who was only 
supposed to be there temporarily, now looks like a permanent fixture. This means Ian is 
stuck as assistant manager indefinitely. Ian is humane and tolerant. The only time I have 
ever heard him say anything mean-spirited about anyone was about this manager. Ian often 
gets a veiled look on his face. He becomes unreadable to me — I don’t know whether he is 
serious, humorous, depressed or just tired. Fred and I have speculated for a while as to 
whether or not he and Cathy are “an item.” They are physically affectionate with each other 
and Cathy has the nerve to say things to him no one else will. She told Ian he has been self- 
destructive lately. He was supposed to assist Ya’acov with photographing a wedding but he 


didn’t show up, and Ya’acov had to scramble to find a last-minute replacement. 


July 9 

Heatwave; days of 35 degree weather. The sky is a bruised plum colour, streets molten tar. 
Heat expanding, shimmering from traffic exhaust. The Jazz Festival is irrepressible though. 
An African group was performing outside Place des Arts and people were gathered on the 
brown grass and I almost felt as if I had transported into Africa. We saw a group, Anoosh, 
perform. Jazz with Middle Eastern tone, rhythm, phrases. Gorgeous fusion. Long intricate 
labyrinthine saxophone passages, various types of wooden and reed drums, beautiful old 


bells of all sizes. They put on a wonderful show. 


XX 


Buñuel festival at Concordia cinema. Went to see A Woman Without Love, 1951 or so. Crisp, 
clear black and white. The suits, cars and opening scenes made me think of early George 
Reeves Superman episodes with Lois Lane and Clark Kent. Not as symbolic or surrealistic 
as I expected. Made a serious point about women and carefully set up the society that 
conspires to imprison them, forces them to live correct lives without love. No windows in 
Carlos’s house — only mirrors. Bright windows and outside scenes took place only when 


Julio (the lover) was on the scene. Some marvellous camera angles. 
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The scene where Carlitos opens the door, his beautiful mother is looking at old love letters 
with sheets arranged around her like a shroud. Tiny cake-top bride and groom in the 
wedding scene. The striped wallpaper recalled an old book cover that oppressed me as a 
child, too ornate, yellowed and stifling, a book to escape from. 

Another Buñuel film: E/ (This Strange Passion). Study of a domineering man asserting 
power over a woman until he grows mad. His madness is caused by the need to hold power 
over others, once again formed and justified by his society. There is a conspiracy between 
the church and society to cover up his madness and keep the woman submissive. Surreal 
details. Funhouse mansion full of curves, warps, distortions where the imprisonment takes 
place. Scene where Francisco enters the church and hallucinates that everyone is laughing, 
jeering and sneezing at him was excellent. Eventually Francisco enters the Church as a 
monk as there is nowhere else for him, and so he lives, hooded and cloaked in the very 


centre of madness. 


XX 


I can’t bear this endless humid heat and so, thank god for these great Concordia films. 
Tonight was the silent movie Joyless Street, directed by Pabst. This one was eerie, breaking in 
places, flickering figures moving like corpuscles in its thick flow. Reminiscent of Brakhage. 
It looked like what a film made in the 1700s should look like, pre-revolutionary France with 
bread line-ups, ancient dark streets, staircases filled with shadow. A real surrealistic feel to 
it. Fascinating ambiguity, confusion and repetition of characters. The captions added to the 
dreamlike quality, the way they appeared as if written in code or from a dialogue that took 
place in a dream. 

Marie, a fascinating character in her stoic way, her face mute. She is buffeted about 
by forces beyond her control, staggering around with a shock of punkish hair. All part of 
dream, decay, apocalypse. This is also one of Greta Garbo’s early pictures. Weimar Vienna, 
between the first and second world wars. You could see the breakdown in communication, 
language, the poverty, the chasm between rich and poor. You could also see how a Hitler 


could take root here. 
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July 15 

Popped into Astral and as usual ended up hanging around for most of the evening. Air- 
conditioning an incentive for lingering. Ended up going dancing with Ian, Ian’s girlfriend 
Cathy and Liz (aka Ellen) at Café Campus. The music was fun (old CFNY stuff), everyone 
was in the right mood and we had a merry, roisterous evening. Ian in an outgoing mood. 
He has such an interesting mind and comes up the best comments and references. Cathy 
danced by herself for a while, in her own space, fluid and responsive to the music. I joined 
her and eventually the whole group danced. Ian and I mugged to Aretha Franklin. Went to 
Zappy’s for pizza. Liz was upset over a fight she had with her boyfriend and in a man- 
hating mood, so we kidnapped her and went on a wild joy-ride into St-Henri, bawling 
bawdy songs and Monty Python routines the entire way. We eventually finished the pizza at 
“Castle Chaos,” Ian and Cathy’s apartment. Discovered that Liz is from Halifax, from the 


same area as Kayla and their fathers are old army buddies. 


July 16 

Beginning of Juste pour rire comedy festival. St-Denis blocked off again. Great afternoon; 
brunch at le Croissant de lune, watching jugglers, street jesters and a little brass band 
dressed in nautical stripes called La P'tite Fanfare in this background of European cafés 
and bistros. I love St-Denis and its festivals. A giant Comedy Fest goblin mascot formed an 


Arc de Triomphe at the mouth of the street. 


XX 


Three hour phone conversation with Sharon. Good to indulge like this. We talked about 
Marsha, of course. Sharon thinks she has resolved the rift between them. Marsha can’t 
accept Sharon’s love, a love which Sharon says is unconditional and permanent. According 
to Sharon, Marsha can’t accept anyone’s love due to her childhood wounds, and so she felt 
she had no choice but to cut Sharon out of her life. Sharon also feels this is why Marsha 
martied John. ( Some background here: Marsha called near the beginning of April to tell 
me that she and John finally married. Their friend Bill, Marsha’s sister Donnalee and friend 


Pat were the only people present. Marsha sounded happy. ) 
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Sharon still feels that John doesn’t really love Marsha, that he is just being lazy and content. 
I do wish she would stop the John-bashing. Marsha is not the kind of person you marry 
because you want to be lazy and content. Just about anyone would be more suitable if it’s 
contentment you're after. Also, John may be quiet but he is sharp and strong-willed and he 
loves Marsha. He wouldn’t be there, wouldn’t put up with her family otherwise. But John 


notwithstanding, it was a good bracing talk with Sharon. 


XX 


Night of contrasts at the Rhythme du monde festival at the Old Port. Hot, foggy, rainy, the 
port almost deserted, festival enclosed in one large tent at the end of the pier. An English 
detective novel feeling, water in the air, water spilling over concrete. Inside, the tent was a 
hothouse of colour, sound, smell, people from all over the world, a market, booths and 
food. Black and gold, tropical greens, reds. I wish I had had a camera because I cannot 
describe this in words. No borders here, just this amazing international melange. Saw a 
performance by the Lorraine Klassner band from South Africa. Excellent show. I got up 
and danced. I love Montréal audiences. Lorraine Klassner had a huge stage presence; 
gorgeous, sexy, charismatic. Her band played a whole range of African music, not just 


South African mbqanqa. 


July 22 

Marathon Juste Pour Rire presentation at Théatre-St-Denis. We chose a night that was being 
filmed for TV, so a very polished mainstream evening. Gorgeous set design, geometric 
blues, impression of multi-dimensionality with the band tucked behind a screen in the back. 
Made me think of parallel universes. I am always so enthralled by set design. The 
performance lasted from 7:30 to midnight — no air conditioning to speak of. This has been 


a hot, fixed, endless summer. All the seasons have been extreme this year. 
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Back to the comedy: Very little that was subversive. Only a few comics were of particular 
note. Most played it safe by doing impressions, swearing as instant-response humour, 
personal observations and the usual cracks about sex and gender roles. Of course women 
comics are the most subversive and the most interesting because even their safest material 
is coming from outside the patriarchal infrastructure of society. 

Noticed how much of this comedy relies on familiar Pavlovian audience response. 
Throw in a few remarks, compliments or good-natured swipes at the home town and the 
audience immediately roars its appreciation. So much was familiar, mechanistic “responsa.” 
But it was fun to attend. It is a “grand spectacle,” a lot like going to see Cass. 

Ed Begley was MC, rehashing his $+ Edsewhere performance. Hattie Hayridge stood 
out for me. Tall and shy, she delivered her lines looking painfully uncomfortable, looking 
anywhere but straight out at the audience. Her subversiveness lay in the joining of the 
shyness, self-deprecating demeanor with the very nature of an act performed in front of a 
thousand people. How much was her “real” personality and how much was calculated, 
used as the act? How far could she go with it? Would she break down, keep going or was 
this all a persona? She was one of the few who went beyond the expected and made me pay 
attention. 

Gilbert Gottfried, the comic I was most interested in seeing, was subversive. There 
was no trace of him in his act, no personal note or glimpse into his personal life. He was 
pure fiction. His voice was aggressive, jumped-up throughout the entire segment. No 
pauses, nuances or changes in stance or tone. His performance was more like a darkly 
comic short story than a comedy routine, all about social paralysis and being an outsider. It 
was literature and rather than chuckling, I just ended up listening in fascination. His 
performance was not popular with the audience and a man shouted, “Boring!” Gottfried’s 
performance was the darkest, most literate and subversive of the evening. He transmuted 
himself through literature rather than straight stand-up comedy. Pd love to see him and 


Hattie Hayridge in a venue like the Spectrum. 
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Brett Butler also good, her edge comes from being a Southern woman in a male-dominated 
society. She slipped in one-liners and piercing anecdotes with the same diabolical look 
Susan Kelly gets. Harrowing piece about being fucked in the back of a pick-up, wedged 
against the gun-rack. Mike MacDonald, hometown boy, received the loudest applause of 
the evening for a long-winded routine containing too much filler. John Candy strained for 
his laughs, carrying on his Canadian content quota far too long. 

Another highlight was the live interviews with comedians along St-Denis. Judy 
Tenuta was playing her accordion, espousing “Judyism” and tormenting “stud-puppets” in 
the crowd. Another favourite of mine, Emo Phillips was also weaving through the crowds 


looking like a very tall thin Prince Valiant. 


July 23 

Buñuels The Exterminating Angel was the most darkly satiric and surrealistic yet in this series 
and it reminded me of Julio Cortazar’s work, especially The Winners. From a marvellous 
article I found at McLennan Library — an address by Buñuel, “Poetry and Cinema”: 

“In the hands of a free spirit the cinema is a magnificent and dangerous weapon. It 
is the superlative medium through which to express the world of though, feeling and 
instinct. The creative handling of film images is such that, among all means of human 
expression, its way of functioning is most reminiscent of the work of the mind during 
sleep. A film is like an involuntary imitation of a dream. 

“.... The device of fading allows images to appear and disappear as in a dream; time 
and space become flexible, shrinking and expanding at will; chronological order and the 
relative values of time duration no longer correspond to reality, cyclical action can last a 
few minutes or several centuries; shifts from slow motion to accelerated motion heighten 


the impact of each. 
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“... In none of the traditional arts is there so great a disproportion between 
potential and achievement as in the cinema. A film acts directly upon the spectator, 
presenting him with concrete people and things; in the silence and darkness of the theater it 
isolates him from what we might call his normal psychic habitat. For these reasons, it can 
stimulate him more effectively than any other form of human expression. It can also more 
effectively stultify him. 

“.... The fact is that the cinema limits itself to imitating the novel or the stage — but 
with this difference: that as a medium it is less richly endowed with the means of 
psychological expression. It is repeating ad nauseum the same old stories that the 19" 
Century had already wearied of telling but that nonetheless drone on in the modern novel 

“.... The essential element in any work of art is mystery, and generally this is 
lacking in films. Authors, directors and producers take great pains not to disturb our peach 
of mind, and they keep the marvelous window of the screen closed to the liberating world 
of poetry. They would rather have that screen reflect subjects that could perfectly well be 
sequels to our everyday life; they prefer that it repeat over and over the same hackneyed 
drama to make us forget the tedium of our daily work. 

“Their approach is, of course, sanctioned by conventional morality, official 
censorship and religion; it is ruled by good taste, and seasoned with an innocuous humour 


together with all the other prosaic imperatives of reality ...” 


XX 


Wandered through Old Montréal. Antique store with a black glove in the window, the 
USSR depicted in orange; a striking image, particularly seen through the bars of the 
window. I photographed it through the window. It was like photographing the surface of 
water with all the reflections and shadows; all the unintentional patterns and connections 
between objects in the window. Then to the Centaur to see the Reduced Shakespeare 
Company perform all of Shakespeare’s works in two hours. Much shrieking, pratfalls, 
gender-switching. The highlight was Hamlet performed in thirty seconds, then backwards as 


an encore. So much fun. I think Shakespeare might have recognized it. 
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July 25 

Back into the black and white psychological labyrinth of Hitchcock in The 39 Steps (1935.) 
The opening credit looked just like the opening to the old Superman series. Begins with the 
askew angle, focus on the feet, tilted floor, sense of claustrophobia. 

Greatest old train scene ever. The monster shrouded in steam, whistling. The 
journey and train itself reflecting Hannay’s own fears, his secrets and subterfuge juxtaposed 
with the confined space of the train, narrow corridor, the way the train clung to an edge 
and over an iron industrial bridge. Deep personal fear conflated with the specter of the 
industrial “iron horse.” Constant clatter; opening and closing of compartment doors. As 
usual in Hitchcock this is juxtaposed with an unattainable ideal, in this case, unearthly 
scenes of rural Scotland depicting an ephemeral vastness. Staged stillness, lingering intense 


focus. Old illustrations come to life. Dream-reality; industrial-pastoral. 


XX 


An early, charming Louis Malle film, Zazie dans un Métro, brought to us by the wonderful 
people at Concordia, whose films are making the heatwave bearable. Another skinny pre- 
adolescent girl with light olive skin, a pixie cut and brown eyes. No wonder I enjoy French 
movies so much — I am always seeing myself at age twelve or thirteen. I especially enjoyed 
the scene where Zazie is pursued all over Paris by her uncle and another man. I loved how 
instead of making this pursuit the central piece, the camera follows Z’s imagination and 
desire for freedom; she appears everywhere, even climbing down the Eiffel Tower. It is 
about her, not these men. The other outstanding scene for me took place at night, when 


Zazie grew tired and the people and neon lights all blurred into shapes and colour. 


July 29 

Sharon came to visit. Talked all the first night. We talked about how she, Marsha and I 
have these personas and how most people don’t see beyond them. Sharon says she knows 
hers is tough, straight-forward, even a little intimidating. People don’t tend to offer her help 


and support because they don’t perceive her as wanting or needing help. 
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Marsha and I have similar personae and most people see the two of us as being 
disorganized or a little helpless. Yet Marsha is strong and she certainly has a very rigorous 
moral, ethical standard. Sharon and I talked about fate and astrology, both of which she 
takes seriously. She says I am like Marsha in my enthusiasm and zest for life and 
understands why people often guess me to be a Sagittarius. (I just hang around with a lot of 


Sagittarians.) 


XX 


After brunch at Tarte Julie we wandered through some Outremont shops. Then I gave a 
small dinner party for Sharon, Dave and Claire. Trying to introduce Sharon to some of our 
friends. Tendency toward a feeling of isolation with her, a too intense one-on-one and Pd 
like to widen the circle a little, integrate her into our lives here, rather than have these 
“desert-island” visits. Medieval atmosphere with our prettiest set of wine glasses, Allan 
Stivell music and a thunder storm outside. We even lit candles at one point. Spent a good 
evening talking on the balcony as the storm did nothing to cool the apartment off. 

At one point there was a long pause in conversation. That always happens with 
Dave and Claire. Sharon commented on how she felt she was expected to fill in the gaps. 
Claire nodded knowingly and said it was a sign of insecurity to make conversation when 
you don’t feel like it because you can’t feel comfortable enough to be quiet. All weekend 
Sharon has been talking about how people are always saying what they don’t mean, acting 
phony and insincere. Dave and Claire don’t do this and I hoped Sharon would appreciate 
that. I thought she might like their company as they have a lot in common; Claire’s career 
in education, museums, spiritual interests. 

But talk veered to politics instead. Dave and Claire ended up having an argument 
about free trade (Dave pro; Claire against). Claire dislikes political talk and changes the 
subject at L’Hotellerie when Dave or Fred start in on these subjects. Here she was arguing 
passionately against free trade. I thought Dave and Claire were the friends who would be 


most compatible with Sharon, and maybe a good host could have made it happen. 
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XX 


Woke up, sun already fixed in place, 29 degrees already. Went to the Musée des arts 
décoratifs, near the Olympic Stadium. It is housed in an old mansion, rooms full of 
different objects from different time periods juxtaposed together, looking very surreal. 
Every room was so different, you couldn’t look at anything according to what time period 
it was from — it made you see the objects as artworks in themselves, rather than part of a 
historical context. Sharon and I were both impressed by some beautiful soft paintings in 
one room. Interesting symbolism, baby carriages and Christmas scenes straight out of the 
Girl’s Own Annual. 

Went to another art museum near Habitat, which contained a lot of Catholic 
images and symbols. Returned home, spent the evening sitting on the balcony, talking. 
Sharon played her stern Eastern Ontario protestantism to the hilt, railing against 


Catholicism. 


Aug. 1 

Sharon’s last day. We had lunch with Ya’acov and Kayla, a warm and generous couple. 
Sharon and I made our usual jokes about spilling food all over ourselves and the floor. Y 
and K brought us some old shirts to wear while eating. Sharon was nonplussed as she often 
is when confronted with anything unexpected. We have introduced her to two couples who 
do not say or do any of the things she has complained about all weekend. Neither Dave 
and Claire nor Ya’acov and Kayla say what they don’t mean or expect us to have been born 
knowing how to use a melon baller. Y and K do not let Gavi dominate the visit. Y and K 
offered us popsicles for dessert — which was perfect for this hot weather. But the heart of 
the Sharon was not melted. Again, the talk turned political. French-English; Israeli-Arab; 
South Africa even. I’m sure Deena would be able to whip out her ephemeris and find 
planetary reasons for this political weekend. All Sharon said later was, “They seemed like a 


pleasant couple.” The exact words she used to describe Dave and Claire. 
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She got off lucky. I never introduced her to any of my astrology or McGill friends! Lesson 
for me, though. It doesn’t seem possible to break the one-on-one intensity that friendship 
with Sharon demands. No matter how hard you try she remains isolated, an 
uncompromising presence and that is how it is. That’s how it was at Elrond, that is who 
she is. When it is just the two, or three (including Fred) of us, she is wonderfully 


accommodating and easy-going. So no more dinner parties with Sharon. 


Aug. 6 

Visit with Marsha and John in Kingston. Eileen, Sophia, Pat, Bill, May Fern all came over 
in the afternoon. Bill relaxed and mellow. He has a job now with the Ministry of Transport. 
He surprised me by congratulating me on Polar Bear as soon as he arrived. He also urged 
me to find an agent and have the Atlantis film people look at it. Interesting idea. Atlantis 
has made some good, sensitive films based on short stories, many if not all, featuring 
children and young adults. The company is a trio from Queen’s and I have liked their work. 
This is a different Bill. 

We all went to a Greek restaurant by the waterfront. I love cities where you can 
walk or ride a bike everywhere. Kingston feels so familiar, so much closer to me than 
Barrie. Jane Siberry sings about the Great Leveller, that force that chips away at everyone 
and everything until it is all the same, worn down to dull grey uniformity. Barrie lost that 
fight long ago but Kingston retains its stony history and character. 

Saw A Fish Called Wanda. John Cleese was great, the rest so-so. I’m coming to 
realize how observant John is. He often doesn’t say much but I can see how he coolly 
observes everything. He rarely comments on or passes judgment on what he is observing. 
Even old friends like Bill comment on his detachment and quietly high standards. Marsha 
brings a much needed emotion and turmoil to his life. This is a couple based on polarities, 


oppositions. She is a Sagittarius, John a Gemini. 
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XX 


Finally made it to Concordia to register for the prose workshop. It is a required course and 
it is with Terry Byrnes, because of course he is the only instructor available on a night I can 
attend. Lucie Adams laughed and laughed when I called to tell her. We had a great long 
talk. Found out that Marie Gagne is in Lanark Ontario now, and we toasted the nine lives 
of Marie. 

Went to my last ASM meeting held at Diane Houle’s. I met Deena after work and 
we went for pizza at Amelio’s. Pm leaving the Association. I got into it because astrology 
interests me as a system of symbols and patterns that really works when used deeply and 
properly. Similar to the way mathematics works, I think. I also truly loved working with 
Deena, Susan, André, Lorissa and Lise Simard. But I am not a yuppie, nor am I particularly 
new-agey, and will never fit in with Diane’s group. I doubt if I could even afford to attend 


lectures any more. 


Sept. 2 

Visited Barrie. First visit since Christmas. My mother is literally shrinking, collapsing into 
herself, a Black Hole. Everything is beneath the event horizon. Her eyes are still poignant 
and aware. I do care and my love for her goes deep. I think l’m stronger though and no 
longer have such a great fear of being sucked into my own childhood. I don’t feel as 
resentful, imprisoned or depressed as usual. Reilly Madsen’s words come back to me yet 
again, “All you can do is go and love.” At night I lay in bed and deliberately imagined 
scenes from childhood, seeing them calmly, without anger, resentment or depression. Feels 


like a milestone. 


ok 
Great visit with the Professor and Ron. They have moved into an old house that reminds 
me of my grandparents’ farmhouse. I could feel, smell, sense being inside that old house, 


something from childhood I never thought Id retrieve again. 
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Spent the night at the Pyes, then had the most delightful surprise. When we woke up we 
found a sign taped to the kitchen door: “Lou’s Diner,” and there was the Professor, 
dressed as a waitress, snapping gum, holding a pot of coffee. “Yah, watcha want?” So I 
swaggered in as a trucker and we carried on with these roles for half the morning. Such a 


cleansing purifying humour. 


XX 


Sat outside Mr Beltz’s house with a copy of Polar Bear, trying to compose a note. I don’t 
know how he will react to the book, especially “A Tom Waits Sort of Day” and just 
couldn’t find the words for the note. I was about to ask Fred to drive away without leaving 
the book when Mr Beltz drove up. He got out of his car and said in a voice that didn’t 
sound surprised, “What’s up Bat-Woman?” 

He examined Fred’s car and we talked about camping for a while. He said he’s 
become middle-class, having taken up golf. His house is as comfortable as it looks on the 
outside with its autumn colours, deep red and gold. An interesting blend of middle-class 
and artistic sensibility. We sat in his kitchen and had a beer, just the way I had always 
imagined, and as usual the conversation was eclectic, ranging from reggae music, Ladysmith 
Black Mambazo to computers. 

He talked about his teaching experiences in Australia, how different the school 
system is, the bonding that occurs between male and female students and how no one cares 
if they pass or fail. It felt a little strange hearing him talk about “his kids” and calling 
teachers I once had by their nicknames. He is a teacher, after all, and a department head. 
He talked about Mr Kelly, saying, “I don’t know what to do with Brian. He won’t change, 
won’t move with the times. I have to have a talk with him. He reaches a lot of the kids no 
one else can but ...” He shook his head and sighed. A whole new level, hearing a former 
teacher talk about high school as a workplace, and seeing other teachers as his colleagues. I 


really enjoyed our visit, and the passage into the sanctum sanctotum. 
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Sept. 22 

I got the job at Howard Ross Management Library. It was Ailsa who told me about the job. 
It is my ticket out of Cataloguing. It also makes bizarre sense for me to get my first full- 
time job at McGill in Management. Every place I’ve worked at in the McGill system has 
been different. McLennan (Reference and ILL) was businesslike, hectic and certainly saw 
itself as the centre of the universe. Nursing Social Work had an entirely different 
atmosphere, laid back, friendly with the ambience of an old Agatha Christie library, old 
wood, rain and trees swishing around. The 6” Floor of McLennan, Cataloguing and 
Technical Services was the Land that Time Forgot. I actually came to enjoy long summer 
Fridays there, baseball cap, Walkman, reading the new periodicals before they were checked 
in. Howard Ross looks just like a high school, same concrete, paint job, clumps of students 
and cafeteria. The library is run like that too. In fact, one student told me it reminded him 


of his elementary school library. Jane, the supervisor, is strict, right by the book. 


XX 


First grad prose workshop with Terry Byrnes. It’s a small class and a much more 
comforable mix of women and men. I ran into Graham Chartier before class and we 
talked. His wife was offered a job at Queen’s in the Linguistics department and they have 
moved to Kingston. He showed me a photo of his little son, Cian, he keeps in his 
clipboard. His wife is a Dubliner and he married her so she could stay in the country, and 
in fact, he speaks about her very impersonally, as if they are work colleagues. He is so easy 
to talk to; feels like a long-time friendship. He looks almost stereotypically Irish with his 
easy good nature, tweed jacket. Even his beret looks Irish. We entered the class together 
and already I feel more connected and less awkward than I have in any other grad classes. 
Terry asked us to say a few words about ourselves. Ruth Taylor amazed me. She 
has a complete critical vocabulary, able to toss out large words with gay abandon. She isn’t 
pretentious, just brilliant. When it came to my turn, Terry mentioned Polar Bear and I 


flushed with embarrassment. That book will not give me any grad student credibility! 
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After the class ended, Graham was shocked that I had had a book published and wondered 
why I had never mentioned it in all our conversations at McLennan Library. This led to a 
discussion with Terry about the book. Terry said he wasn’t sure whether to bring up the 
subject, except it seemed “so uncool not to mention it.” Terry was surprised to hear that 
this is my first grad workshop and only my third class in the program. 

Graham and I went for coffee. He told me had had once been an actor but had to 
give it up after he got multiple sclerosis. He had an attack and even went blind for a while. 
He quit working and lived on welfare, which he said actually played into an unambitious 
side of himself that “enjoyed not having to do anything.” I love Graham’s positive outlook, 
his acceptance of life, his interesting way of telling stories. He loves James Joyce. We 


discussed his story tonight and he was pleased and exhilarated by the comments. 


Oct. 6 

After class, Graham and I were debating over where to get coffee when Ruth Taylor and 
Patty Archer came by. Ruth invited Graham and me to the Blue Angel for a drink and I 
had the impression it was because she wanted to meet us, not just to make up a group. 
Interesting evening! We talked about class, the tedium of Terry Byrnes. Abby drives Ruth 
crazy too. Abby is a high-strung competitive woman who looks just like a character from 
Thirtysomething. She arrived to class tonight tossing off the carefully calculated casual remark 
that she was “too busy to write a good story” because she got married over the weekend. 
Abby made the class discussion even more tedious by objecting to every French-Canadian 
reference in the story. (Abby is also American.) 

Ruth really is as brilliant and intuitive as I thought she was in class. She is also 
warmer and more expansive than she appears in class. She told me I interested her because 
although I don’t speak up much in class, she can tell by my eyes that I’m making 
connections all over the place and there’s a lot going on underneath the surface. She also 
said Pm not “all there,” that part of me is always somewhere else. We ended up talking 
about astrology. Patty and I talked about being Scorpios. Ruth is a Capricorn and Graham 


is a Libra, Moon in Pisces, Sagittartus Ascendant. 
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Oct. 7 

Marsha and John arrived and they got to meet Boris and Natasha, two tuxedo kittens we 
adopted from Mary Rose’s cat’s litter. Then on the road to the ocean. We found a lovely 
place somewhere on the road through the townships. Low, flat, weaving of reds and golds. 
John and Fred perusing maps, Marsha and I sitting in the back. Being with her feels so 
good; a vivid, emotional fully human being in a grey flat disaffected world. Today I feel 
happy in my friendships. Covered bridges flecked with sunlight, clam chowder shacks, take- 
out turkey dinners. Pumpkins, corn husks, straw effigies on verandahs. Unfortunately it 
turned out to be “foliage weekend” as well as Canadian Thanksgiving. No vacancy 
anywhere. Lobster Newburg in Portland. Marsha and I got drunk in our grand style and we 
talked about our backgrounds, about how her huge family and my lack of family have 
affected us. 

In the car we talked about the United Church and how the proposed ordination of 
homosexuals is affecting her parents. Marsha’s mother is a minister now, having received 
her degree in Divinity from Queen’s. We found the ocean! Or maybe it found us. Our first 
glimpse of it at night, lines of trembling light, form curling in toward us. Marsha and I 
capered around, ran into the water, tasted salt. We ended up camping at the Wild Duck 


campground. 


XX 


Old Orchard Beach in the morning. Steady roar of waves. Off-season bleak. Temporary 
edifices, empty ferris wheel, spellbound roller coaster. Buildings on stilts, hundreds of legs 
in the water. “Top o’the Pier.” Brooding sky, turbulent sea. Marsha and I played King 
Canute. Shining sand, hairline cracks of sunlight, frogmen on surfboards. “Irene’s Lousy 
Food and Warm Beer.” “Rest By the Sea Rooms” Huge frame houses clinging to the coast. 
A great genie sitting crosslegged, covered with garbage bags. Imagined the haunted merry- 
go-round starting up, ghostly cries and clatter of the wheels on the track. The rollercoaster, 
merry-go-round and genie huddled in a dark, disreputable comradeship. Everything waiting 


for some spell to be lifted for them to start moving, playing music again. 
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Cape Porpoise is a dream of New England. An island with a lighthouse is the distance seen 
through red leaves, fishing boats, lobster traps, a Bush campaign trailer. We were 
approached by one of the campaigners and we laughed, saying Mulroney and Turner were 
bad enough, thank you. Kennebunkport: black cliffs, pounding surf, huge haunted frame 
houses, summerhouses, a wicker chair hung upside down. Some of these houses look like 
labyrinths and I can imagine people lost or trapped inside their houses like a Buñuel or 
Hitchcock movie. I can also imagine them as madhouses with people still imprisoned 


inside. We returned via Burlington. Dinner at “Whats Your Beef.” 
g 


Oct. 13 
Eddie Singer is an interesting character. He is auditing the class along with his friend Robin 
Massey. He was wearing magenta-tinted glasses, baseball cap, purple shirt, paisley scarf. 
He’s eccentric but his comments in class are quick, perceptive, intuitive and come out of 
left field. He isn’t an innocent eccentric; his smile is devastating; mocking and extremely 
self-aware. My story “Edge of the Universe” was discussed in class. People liked it. Mary 
told me she liked it a lot. Mary Hagey is from small-town Ontario, Breslau, in the 
Kitchener-Waterloo area and she knew a family of Battlers. In fact, she knew a Mennonite 
boy named Battler who went to Bible school. She talked in the first class about admiring 
the minimalist writers, especially Raymond Carver, and she is trying to pare her work down 
to the essentials. Her biggest fear is of being compared to Alice Munro. She said she 
couldn’t find anything wrong with my story. 

Abby liked it too. She and I were the first ones to arrive and she asked me where 
Pve sent my work to and how much I’ve published. She said she loved the references to 
places, the quick descriptions, the “on the road” quality. Meanwhile, I was thinking she 
would probably rail against these very same references if the story wasn’t set in the US. 
Considering how negative she was toward Graham’s French Canadian references. She also 
couldn’t drop the “travelogue” label; I have become very wary of these kinds of labels. 
Theresa whispered to me to not let them coerce me into changing the story. She wrote me 


a lovely critique. 
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Ruth talked in great detail about the story, about “the lyrical eye (I?)” I had the impression 
she was speaking about me personally as much as she was talking about the story. What 
amazed me most was the way she tuned into all the sections I had most enjoyed writing, 
the scenes that had transported me. I wish I had a tape of her reading as I can only recall 
fragments. “From flesh to myth — how quickly we move from Québec to the fringes of 
magic.” 

Terry Byrnes never ceases to surprise me. He talked about the reticence of the 
narrator and insisted the relationship between the four characters had to be developed. Ed 
Singer handed out two pieces on the same day and Terry compared our narrators twice. He 
said Eddie’s narrator had all the aggressiveness mine completely lacked. I found this very 
surprising because I couldn’t see that my narrator was passive or reticent. 

I was much more interested in fleeting glimpses, perceptions, what Ruth described 
as the fringes of magic. How is that reticent or passive? I find it so difficult to understand 
Terry Byrnes. Also, and this always comes up, when a quality like aggression or reticence is 
noted, how much if it is really there in the fiction and how much is veiled personal 
impression? No one else in the class mentioned reticence. On the other hand, fiction can 
reveal qualities the author doesn’t know about herself. I always seem to end up in the same 
rabbit hole. If I question or dispute something that is said, is it just me revealing something 
about myself that I don’t want to hear? Terry then talked about the quality of my prose 
style and the discussion switched to listing the pleasures of my story. 

The discussion continued at the Blue Angel where I thanked Ruth for her 
wonderful reading. She smiled, one of her great radiant smiles and said she had to save the 
discussion and just keep Abby from talking. Ruth left early, leaving Patty, Peng, Ed Singer 
and me. With Ed, conversation becomes personal very quickly. He asks these shot-in-the- 
dark questions and makes intrusive, intuittve observations. He told me he thought I would 
be the trouble-maker in the class because of my eyes. He said I was very intense and that I 
was sitting on a lot of thing. All these observations are made the same way he pulls out his 
camera and takes pictures of people, often bringing out an amazing image of someone 
from what seemed to be darkness or nothingness. He seems unable to tune anything out, 


directly drawing in every line of conversation, every fragment of stimulus. 
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We talked about Diane Arbus. He had the Patricia Bosworth biography in his leather bag. 
He idolized Arbus and was going to write a biography of her life until Bosworth’s book 
came out. He asked me about my interest in Arbus. I admitted I had read something about 
her at in a photo magazine at McGill, which led me to the biography. We also talked about 
the Cowboy Junkies. We were both at the concert (me at the 7 pm show, he at the later 
show). He asked me what I thought of Terry Byrnes saying my prose style was better than 
Margaret Atwood’s. I had not heard Terry say that. Ed was incredulous and assumed I had 
blocked it out. Even going on the assumption that I had somehow blocked it out, I also 
happen to know that Terry doesn’t like Atwood’s writing all that much. And I know that 


because he said so. 


Oct. 14 

Ed Singer called me at Howard Ross. We talked about Terry Byrnes, Margaret Atwood and 
nom-de-plumes. He was bothered by the remark about Atwood and called Terry to 
confirm that he had really said it. He and Terry had a good talk. Eddie asked Terry if I used 
a nom-de-plume because he couldn’t believe Lesley Battler is my real name and even told 
Terry that it didn’t seem suitable. TB neatly, non-committally said that was possible. Terry 
did tell Eddie he could see the quality of my prose even back in that first workshop I had 
with him. Then Eddie invited me to see Crossing Delancy with him. Walked around campus 


the rest of the day singing “Diamonds on the Soles of Her Shoes.” 


XX 


Eddie Singer on the doorstep, plugged into his Walkman. There are alternating currents in 
him; an insistent, relentless drive but also a drifting laid-back quality. I like his questions. 
They are intriguing, piquing, often goading. He really does get personal quickly, but 
considering his disruptive energy it was an easy evening. Yes, two currents in two directions 


at once. 
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We sat in the theatre and talked about our fathers and the painful adjustments we’ve had to 
make in our family relationships. His father died a few months ago. After the movie, we 
went for dinner at El Coyote, very much in keeping with the mood of the evening with its 


bright colours, happy playful surfaces. He is 42 and has an MBA from Western. 


Oct. 25 

Dreamy, timeless evening with Lucie Adams. She is feeling a need for freedom too, I think, 
because she skipped her class to go out with me (something she never does). She is taking a 
Shakespeare course, a lecture format which is not a style she is used to, and she’s bogged 
down in Henry IV. She talked about work. She is a psychiatric nurse and deals every night 
with desperate and sometimes dangerous people. On top of that, she’s added union duties 
to her long list of responsibilities and has been attending court as witness in the trial of an 
employee who was fired. Michel Choquette told her she should work full-time on her 
script, that it could work and make money. Lucie said she longs to quit her job, have some 
time to write. 

It was a free-floating yearning evening. As usual, when with another water sign we 
had the wrong time and place for Punchline, the movie we set out to see. Lucie is 
regimented, disciplined, punctual but was none of these things tonight. She was as free and 
aimless as I was, and even commented on how being with me seemed to break down her 
entire concept of structure and time. Wonderful dinner at La Marignan. Lucie’s face 
changeable, animated, sometimes small and vulnerable, the ribald humour and serious 
blending, swirling around each other. She gives her full attention, never interrupts. She said 
again that she never has evenings like this, whats to more often. Also an evening of light. 
The roof was made of transparent panels reflecting a misty blue-grey light offsetting the 


heaviness of the wood. 


43 


Lucie and I were too late for the early movie, too early for the late one. We wandered 
through Coles and then to Carlos and Pepes. She talked about affairs she has had since 
being married to Sam. I was fascinated by an enormous jukebox at Carlos and Pepe’s. 
Records flipped up, then back into place. It was radiant. Lights changed from green to blue 
to purple as fluid as a sunset on water. Underwater light, aquarium beauty. We wandered 
through les Cours de Montréal, a very pretentious shopping centre. Marble pillars, 
courtyard, atrium with balconies, an enormous chandelier. Shops with windows full of 
designer clothes, backlit, suspended animation. A lost feeling, where no guests have arrived 
and everything is on display, twinkling and ready for a ball that simply isn’t going to 
happen. 

We both roared with laughter at the sight of L’Egyptienne Cinema. Huge plaster 
columns crowned by acanthus leaves, all in bubblegum green, murals of posturing 
Egyptians. Lucie was in her element. Punchline was interesting mostly because we’re both 
fascinated by stand-up comics. Some scenes seemed a little overwritten to me but I loved 
the scene where Tom Hanks pushed his routine to the edge — he dared not to be funny — 
and he almost broke down. That was well-written and acted. 

Lucie bought me dinner, including the wine, drove me home, all because the night 
was such a treat for her. It was as much a treat for me. It is rare to find someone with a 
riotous sense of humour with depth and seriousness, someone who can write comedy the 
way she can, yet also come up with vivid, intense imagery. She is perceptive and intuitive, 
although she does cling to her structure, compartments, hierarchies. I trust her perceptions 
of people. Pm honoured when she compliments me on my writing or says as she did a few 


times tonight, “You aren’t just anybody.” 


Oct. 27 

The good people at Howard Ross gave me a birthday cake and card. Gail drew a witch on 
the envelope. Starting to appreciate Gail’s warmth and humour. She is the one person I 
look forward to seeing every day. I ended up taking the leftover cake to class, which added 


a merry note. 
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Ruth handed in a story, which I thought was vivid and articulate. It was also completely 
unappreciated by most of the class. I didn’t even speak up to defend it. The only one who 
did speak up was Eddie. l’ve been troubled by the level of criticism in the class, particularly 
of Ruth’s work. I think they are trying to remake pieces like this into preconceived ideas of 
what a story should be. Ruth’s story communicated on every level, in the connections that 
ate formed between the words themselves, in the observations, interaction of the world. I 
don’t see why it is necessary to label her work metafiction, nor why the term is used in this 
dismissive way. This is related to critique of my story. Pm trying something similar, I think. 
I want to form connections through language, image, perception. I don’t understand how 
organizing a story like this makes a reticent or passive narrator. The selection of images, 
placement of words is exacting and can be a ruthless process. What is passive about this 
kind of work? 

Ruth, Patty, Graham, Eddie and I discussed all this later at Café Prag. Ruth was 
angry and emotional at the treatment of her story. She wants Terry Byrnes fired (oh dear 
god, not again). I apologized for not having expressed my concerns, told her truthfully that 
I don’t have her critical acumen and vowed to reopen the discussion next week. Eddie and 
I took the bus together as far as Westmount. He gave me two cassettes, “Graceland Live” 
and the Cowboy Junkies show he recorded at the Spectrum. He also gave me a black and 
white photo of me, that he had snapped quickly in the Hall Building and titled it, “Good 


people printed on bad paper series.” Then he invited me to the Cirque du Soleil. 


Oct. 28 

Another night on the town, this time with Mary Rose who took me out for my birthday. 
We went to several places; Carlos & Pepe’s and the Stanley Pub I and II. She was in a 
restless scattered mood. I confided in her about Eddie and she told me she is obsessed with 
one of her son Eli’s friends. Were both convinced we’ve reverted right back to 


adolescence. 
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A night of surfaces, textures. Buildings dark monoliths, ancient churches. Breaking points 
appear, gaps, new construction sites, abysses forming between building. Pits opening like 
mass burial sites. At one point we walked over a wooden plank — one false step and we fall 
into the underworld. I’ve never seen a city with such an exposed, accessible underworld. 
MR and I wandered into the Café Prag, then an elegant piano bar and ended up at the Blue 
Angel, where we were both asked to dance to Wayne King and Dealer’s Choice. I glimpsed 


a young wild small-town MR, unencumbered by responsibility. 


XX 


Met Mary Rose and Morrie on Halloween eve. MR dressed as a cat, Morrie put on a felt 
wig and beard and became a cave man. Fred looked great as a colourful cosmic Hasid and I 
went as the bride of Frankenstein. The four of us started the evening at Carolyn Springer’s 
apartment. Her party was sedate and self-conscious, the punch non-alcoholic. That in itself 
is great, but everything was in accordance with New Age precepts, wholistic eating, 
drinking, living. 

It may be New Age but it all seems very rational and a throwback to the Kellogg 
Brothers and scientific diets of the Victorian age. Carolyn was warm and cheerful, though 
and we played an entertaining charades-like game. No one ever really came together 
though. We all remained formal, sedate, making small-talk. Eventually the four of us left 
for a party at Ian’s apartment at Kastle Kaos. 

Kastle Kaos, home of Ian, Cathy, Sylvain and Marla did not disappoint. It loomed 
with all its peaks and gables over the street, eyes glowering from dark windows. There’s no 
direct way of finding it. One drives into St-Henri-Verdun, down a maze of streets and I 
never know where I am or where I’m going, just a feeling of being transported somewhere, 
blindfolded. We arrived, thanks to Fred’s navigational skill. A skeleton dangled at the top of 
the long deep staircase. A world of masks and magic tricks, old boxy cameras on tripods, 


Tarot cards. One person wore a mask that opened up to another mask. 


46 


Ian’s friend Cathy sat on the floor, laying out Tarot cards. Mary Rose joined the group in 
black clustered around the cards. She sounded exactly like Morrie, telling Cathy how she 
should lay out the cards. It was Morrie’s voice; only one way to do Tarot. Met Christophe 
and we stood in the kitchen talking about movies, Blue Velvet, Eraserhead etc. MR and 
Morrie drifted in and Morrie almost killed the conversation by describing in excruciating 
detail how profound the Friday the 13° movie series is. Mary Rose did add that they have a 
teenaged son. After they left, Christophe and I laughed and carried on. A light electricity 
between us, little wings on our words. 

Eventually, Fred and I, MR and Morrie were the last ones left — besides Ian and 
Cathy, of course. MR decided she wanted to get drunk and Ian made drinks like potions. 
He was steering her across the floor, taking her hand to help her walk a straight line while 
Mortie sat in the corner and glowered. He is so much older than the rest of us, and I don’t 
mean chronologically. I love Cathy’s gentleness, depth. We got drunk too, talked about 
books, Tarot and Ukrainian food, and laughed over everything we said. Ian brought out an 
old-school box camera and set it up on a tripod with a timer. We all crushed together, 


locked in a group hug on the couch. 


XX 


Visited Dave and Claire in St-Sauveur. Went swimming, then desserts and café at the 
General Kiwi. The General Kiwi as a building, a place, is interesting because although it is a 
typical yuppie café/dessert place downstairs, it transforms when you go up the stairs. You 
venture up a narrow staircase and walk into an attic. Sloped ceiling, small square window, 
old lamp curved over a mirror. Just by walking up a level you enter into the past, history, a 
story. St-Sauveur is like this building with its mix of upscale boutiques, tourist development 


and old country houses. 
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Nov. 1 

Eddie called me at work, asked if I was going to the Chris Scott reading. I said yes and he 
said he was also going. Walked to the Hall Building in the rain, singing along with the 
Cowboy Junkies. Interesting to walk around the city, plugged into a Walkman, head filled 
with music, trying to remain alert to the sights and sounds around me. With my propensity 
for getting lost I don’t think I will ever do this in an unfamiliar area of the city. Susan Usher 
was there and we sat together. Good to see her! The last time I saw her was at a 
demonstration held against the closing of Cinema V. The closing was particularly painful 
for her because she grew up in the neighbourhood and the theatre always meant family and 
community to her. She should wear a cape with a raven perched on her shoulder. She said 
she’s been left alone with Nu-Age for a while as Odette Dubé has left town and Karen 
Haughian went to Japan to teach English. I hope the experience broadens her perspective. 

The reading itself was close and tight; left no room for the audience. Chris Scott 
seemed very dominant, in control, also oblivious to the time. He did go on. While I was 
speaking to Scott Lawrence, Eddie came up and invited me to a party the English 
department was giving for Chris Scott in NDG. I hesitated, not having enjoyed the reading 
all that much. “Could you be persuaded to come?” Eddie said in a flirtatious voice. “Yes, 
please do come,” Scott said. I took that as an official invitation. 

Met an Icelandic woman, Johanna, who latched on to Eddie and myself. She was 
intelligent, honest and obsessed about aging. Ed pointed out several times that she was 
speaking in terms of the past, “everything was, she did, something happened — all discourse 
of the past.” She reminded me a lot of Sharon when she asked us point blank if she was 
saying and doing the “right things.” I shrugged and said I was the worst person in the 
world to ask. She told us her life story throughout the course of the evening, her modelling 
career as a child with her thirteen gold ringlets! She went on to become Miss Winnipeg 
Blue Bomber in 1969. Her husband suffered from a succession of nervous breakdowns and 
so on and so on. What I liked most about Johanna was the joy she took in language. She 
recited poetry she had memorized from her university days, sang us an Icelandic children’s 


song. She talked about the Icelandic language, its purity and construction. 
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Interesting, the dynamics between Eddie and Johanna. Playfulness, flirtation, antagonism. 
He would pepper the conversation with his unpredictable and caustic observations, his 
intrusive questions and she would draw back, visibly confused or shaken by them. Yet she 
continued to confide in us. She was very much attracted to us, particularly to me, and we 
exchanged phone numbers. She said several times I was easy to talk to, utterly charming 
and that I tickled her. At one point Eddie said to Johanna, “You keep talking so I don’t 
learn anything about her (meaning me).” He also said I absorb everything but anything he 


finds out about me has to be drawn out; I’m a “hidden person.” 


Dec. 24-29 

Nice to be in Kingston with Marsha, John and all their friends. Christmas dinner at Eileen 
and Sophia’s. Eileen warm and solicitous as usual. There is such a yearning quality to 
Eileen. She always talks about how much she loves being surrounded by our young faces. 
Deb mentioned Samoa. It turned out that Samoa was the last place Eileen had lived with 
her husband. Wistfulness in her voice. They divorced as soon as they returned to Canada. 
Eileen is often frustrated and overshadowed by her mother. Marsha doesn’t allow her to 
express these feelings. She will make light of what Eileen says, or take Sophia’s side. It’s as 
if only Marsha may express conflict; everyone else has to keep it under control. One of the 


unspoken “rules” of friendship with Marsha. 


XX 


Kingston to Toronto. Stayed with Sharon. We talked about the Flying Fickle Finger of 
Fate. “And those dorky co-workers keep wondering what's wrong with me, why am I 
depressed, why don’t you smile. Well my father’s now dying of cancer. At 32, I will have 
lost both parents and a husband. Now you tell me there isn’t a higher power out to get 
me.” We drank wine and talked about working/middle class life and our wretched families. 


Someone should create a Lynda Barry type comic strip about our families. 
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We talked about how we don’t get any privacy at our parents’ houses. Wherever you go, 
there’s a trail of people following you, even to the bathroom. Sharon said, “Ever notice 
how middle class people will tell you a story and put in every detail? If there’s a car in it, 
they'll tell you the colour, price and model. Whereas if a working class person tells you a 
story, they'll leave everything out, either expecting you to already know who or what they’re 
talking about, or to be able to fill everything else in on a bare minimum of detail. And they 
always bring up these people you don’t remember or names you’ve never heard of.” 


Nothing like a good bracing dose of Sharon. 


XX 


To Barrie. Slept in the car near Orillia. I love the feeling of being outside and inside at the 
same time, not having to choose one or the other but living both at once. It was snowing 
so heavily between Orillia and Barrie we couldn’t see the road. No sign of the curve, the 
median line had disappeared. A Gray Coach bus stop was half-buried in snow. “Tomorrow 
is Be Nice to Brandi Russell Day,” said the voice on the radio. “Over the weekend there 
was a fire at Peter McArthur’s house ... the government hope to ram Free Trade down 


everyone’s throats by New Years Day ...” 


XX 


Stopped for dinner in Kingston and ended up staying the night. It was one of Marsha’s 
extravaganzas with Eileen, the ubiquitous Bill, John Fortin and his British girlfriend, 
Deborah. Felt a little brighter and more connected to the conversation, possibly because 
the Barrie part was over. John Fortin and Deborah talked about their experiences in 
England and France. They are both computer programmers working on the tunnel that is 
being constructed between England and France. Apparently, the big question is where to 
establish the line where commuters must switch from driving on the left side of the road to 
the right. Fascinating. 

Marsha and John have a new cat, a long-haired tabby named Gus and we were 
exchanging cat stories when Lorna Kaufman said, “Listen to this — all these childless 
people sitting around talking about their cats.” There wasn’t anything else to do after than 


but swap photos of our cats. 
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May Fern and her friend Brian were also invited to the dinner. May called after the dinner 
was overt to say she and Brian were still on the road, travelling from Sudbury and would not 
be able to make it. Marsha told her it was fine in her warm, generous manner. After she got 
off the phone, Marsha ranted about how inconsiderate they had been for not letting her 
know earlier. Then when May came to visit the next morning, Marsha was warm and 
gracious as if she had never said a negative word last night. Definitely not a “reliable 
narrative voice!” 

After a leisurely morning of lounging in our pyjamas we made our way back to 


Montréal, where we were greeted with wild enthusiasm by Boris and Natasha, who slept 


with us and scarcely left our sides since we came through the door. 


Dec. 31 

Fred and I. Mary Rose and Morrie went out for New Years Eve. Started off by seeing she 
Naked Gun, which was fun. MR and I admired the elegance of the Loews Theatre, the red 
and green colours. I was afraid the evening was not going to work out, Morrie kept saying 
he was sick, Mary Rose was scattered, Fred took charge just so Morrie wouldn’t insist we 
follow his directions that are always wrong. 

I tried to think of a fun, or at least a pleasant place for us to go, just have one drink 
and toast the new year. Every place in town was reserved or hosting events with big cover 
charges. I was on the verge of declaring myself sick when Morrie suggested a place he had 
seen that had a sign over the door that said, “Everyone welcome. No cover charges.” It 
was called Clahane and the atmosphere was right as soon as we entered. We were given 
hats and horns. Music, dancing, people having fun. Mary Rose and I cut loose. We danced 
together, in couples and as a group. We hugged and danced with our arms around each 
other when the clock struck twelve and the band played “Auld Lang Syne.” I did the 


Charleston on the floor by our table. I also discovered that Morrie is a good dancer. 
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Later on our way home, we ran into a group of Eli’s friends, including Chris. While we 
were in Kingston, Chris had gone over to MR’s apartment to visit Eli. They all drank a lot 
of beer — including Mary Rose. Chris kissed her and she responded. He had touched her 
breasts and she told me if it had gone any farther she wouldn’t have been able to resist. 

Eli arrived and it broke up. Now MR is feeling guilt and shame. She says she feels 
like a slut. I know it’s not right in society’s eyes, but MR is a passionate sexual woman and 
Chris is, to be blunt, a young stud. She’s trying to be rational and work out her sexual urges, 
her feelings for Chris, her feelings for Morrie. But something I learned this fall is that the 
sex urge respects nothing. It tears down structures, cuts through rules, conventions, all the 
red-tape of daily life. How can one feel guilt and shame over something that is impersonal 
and takes you over, utterly unbidden, unwanted? How can one fight against that? After 
seeing Chris, MR started to cry and I told her I understand what she’s going through only 
too well - Eddie’s silence continues to roar and surge around me. Life is flat and dull 
without him. It’s like having been swept up to the sky and then dropped on a desert island. 
I admitted to MR that I actually envied her for being able to see and talk to Chris, even if it 


was torture. We hugged and cried. 


-30- 
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